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ABSTBACT 

Two KAihdrdfd fifty residents of a southisrn California 
city responded to a telephone survey designed to assess audience 
interests in and ptefer^ces for local television newscasts. The 
respondents were asked to rank, in order of their preference, six 
major news catagories: issues, unexpect^ events, entertainnent , 
sports, weather, and banter between newscasters. AjLteost 42% of the 
respondents indicated that television was their major source of 
information about local events and issues, while only 29X preferred 
newspapers. More women than men used television and more men than 
-women used newspapers as their major source for local information. In 
the general newscast content cat^ories, the respondents ranked 
issues first, followed by> unexpected events, entertainment, weatherw 
sports, and banter. The issues category was ranked significantly ^ . 
higher, and banter was ranked significantly lower than the rest. Of • 
those who expressed a preference, the majority preferred a male 
rather than a female newscaster, women were less interested than men 
in sports, but were more interested in consumer^related stories ai^^ 
unexpected events, such as crimes with a female victim. (HTH) 
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♦. EeprodUctions supplied by EBBS are the best tha^ can be made ♦ 
♦ . from thfe'ofiginal document. ^ ♦ 
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One of ^the maxims often offered to beginning journalism students and 
journal i sts by their teachers and more experienced colleagues is, "Know your 
audience.^' The rationale apparently is that i f ^journal ists "know" the demographic 
characteristics aad interests of audience members, journalists will be able ta 
provide the kind of informat^ipn the audience wants \j\ an interesting, >inders tandab'l 
and enjtertalning. fashion. 

If a news carrier is to .erve Jts audience fully, it must 
"know precisely to whom'^ i t is talking. Most' aud iences have 
wel 1-def i.ned ti mi tat ions , ' i nterests and characteristics.^ 

jMitchel 1 Cha?nley, REPORTING ) 

Fred Shook and Dan" Latt imore h^vf advised broadcast ^ journal i s ts to think of 

fhe audience' as just one' person instead of a "faceless mdss," but the authors do 
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think the "facel ess 'mass" shoy^ld be addressed. 

Ariotfier consideration Is the station's targat^^audience, a 
' ^ pr'imary block of* listener's or vi ewers .'wf'th cert;'ain 

character i St ics of age, economics or life style that give ' / 

them av somewhat common identi'ty. . .These audience^ have ^ 
d i f ferent "backgro.uTids , needs and interests and yojur writing 

can take such factors into account..^ ■ ^ ■ 

" ' . ~ >- . , ' . . • 

^ ( THE BROADCAST NEWS PROCESS ) ^ ^ 

In addition to servr^jgahe audience better, another . reason for "knowing 
your audience" is the increased cir,cu1aUon or ratings that are 1 ikely for the 
news carrier that. best "knows" and mirrors the audiende's characteristics and 
interests. * ' V ^ . 

* The reasons for knov/ing an audience seem clear enough, but the methods for" / 
ascerta i»i(ng the needed i nformat idn^o not.* Charnley has reported that some Cj 
aud i ence 'Character i>st i cs are obvious from casual observation. and*.^ny others, " 
can bp obtained from such standard reference works as "encyclopedias, histories 
and census publications;" however, some can be obtained^nly by "painstaking ; 
research."^ * i , ^ , ^ 
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: Reasonably precise statistical data on the demographic characteristics of 
an audience do seem relatively available; howeve^ data on the interests of an 
audiende do not. It could be to these interests that' Charnl ey was referring when 
he mentioned that some'-would take "pa instakitig research" . to ^o6ta in . 

The purpose of this study was to conduct some "painstaking research" of the 
audience for local television news to ascertain and analyze the degree^ of interest 
in and preference for selected newscast eVenients. 

The Federal Communications Commission requires televisron stations to survey 
^Hdlence rfiembers regularly to determine community needs, problems and interests. 
Th^se ascertainment studies do provide some insights, but of ten ^cover b^oad areas 
of interest and relate more to public affairs than to neV/s. 

One of the major recent studies of the audience for local television news was 
conducted by Mark Levy in Albany, New York.'* Levy found^ that abOut 75\ of the 
audience members watched televiTion news regularly. He discovered t^hat people 
watched one station over another for reason, ■ ucb as "the quality ofv the program,, 
the program format and the newscasters (ACTIVE) and the cliannel was already on 
and habit(PASSIVE) ." - ' 

. L^vy also. found that , aud i ence members/had developed five basic uses and 
gratifications associated with news viewing. They were "surveillance-reassurance, 
cognitive orientation, d i ssat-i sfact ions , affective orientation and diversion." 
In other words, people were inteVeste^J in keeping up with the events and issues 
of the' day; in being reassured that life , i s not so bad,- or, that things could be ( 
worse; In obtliniYig information upon v;hich to base .and with which to support 
opinions; in being excited, passified or relaxed; and Th|being enterta'ined.' 

Levy's findings shed some light on audience interests, but the findings are 
somewhat general . _ The purpose of this^study was to attempt to ascertain more 
specific data cOncerr^ing the degree of audience, interest in specific types of 
news and information and the. aud ience members ' preference f6r specific elements 



found on 1 oca 1 • te 1 ev i s i on newscasts. 
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METHOD 
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Television newscasts in San Diego, California were observed informally for 
three years prior to the actual beginning of the forma? research .per iod and during 
tha^ time, ten,tative model classification categories were developed; however, to 
formalize the process, during the first week of February, 1979, two newscasts from 
each of the three n(^work-af f i 1 iated stations, KFMB(CBS), KGT\/(ABC) and KCST(NBC), 
were selected at random and videotaped. The six newscasts were content analyzed 
by two p'anel'S of three persons each. Based on these analyses and the conclusions 
from the informal observation period, the following categories were developed: 
* .: ■ . , 

I ssues ... X 

• • Unexpected Events * 

Entertainment . ' 

^ Banter , * 

Sports 
Weather 

I'Issues*' v;as bperat fona 1 1 y d^ined as stories which in some way helped 
^people live better., lives, make intelligent decisions and/or keep up with the 
important issues of the day. Examples of typical "issues" stories included a 
drop in local tourism and^some explanations for the drop, tips on how to conserve 
gasoline, a pay ^dispute between police officers and the city government and a 
strike at a loca 1 aerospace plant. ' ^ 

"Unexpected Events" was defined as a,ccounts of such spontaneous events as 
individual acts of sex, crime, violence, tragedy or property damage with no 
-mention of issues related to the events. Examples of "unexpected events" stories 
included a stabbing death,, a traffic accident, a drug bust, a house fire and a 
cc3|nven i ence store robbery. . ' 

"Entertainment" was defined as items which have traditionally been 
iden4:i f ie^ as "soft news." These included such stories as a tongue-in-cheek i 
examination of the mating problems of tv/o apes at the local' zoo, a day in the 
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life of a costume cJesigner/ humorous exhihiH|is at a, science fair and- a dog th^J;^ ' 
1 iked to fly. . , . ^ 

"Banter" was deiFined as discussions and joking between on-ai r personaH ties 
or between on-air peopl e^and /e^pr t9rs live in the field or in the studicK* 

"Sports" included specificallV identified sports segments o/updatei. - 
"Weather" included speci f ical ly 'identi^f iei-weather segrtients, or updates. 

The reliability of the categor ies] waj^checked by having the two separate 
panelf place newscast el ements in one randomly selected, one-hour newscast from * 
each station into the model categories. This provided*a bas i s Yor compar i son of 
the reliability of the categorization of l60 separate items. The percentage of 
agreement on the* placement of program el emen^ts into the six categories was just ' 
over 36%.^ . ^ . ^ 

Several subcategories were developed for fiv^^of the niajor'categor ies . , 
Under "i ssues , ". the subcategories included city council decisions and actions, " 
board of superv-isors decisions and actions, cpnsumer-rel ated stor i es *^ 
education-related stories, *^nd stories about business and the economy.^ 

Under "unexpected events," were stories about fi res ^ robber ies or 
burglaries, ti^ffic accidents, murders, assaults br^rapes and SWAT opereit ions . ^ - » 
Under "entert^ i lament f^^w^e restaurant reviews, movie reviews, personality. ' 
profiles and humorous features. | " . 

Under "sports," were high school, local college, national coHege, local • ^ 
professional, national professional and part ic i pat icin sports (jogg i ng , boating,/ 
fishing and simi lar act ivi t ies) . * 

Under "v/eather^" v/ere loca'l conditions, ^national conditions, local forecasts' 
and national forecasts. . 

After the categories and subcategories were developed, ^00 phone numbers were 
selected at randomly a computer from the San Diega County Telephone Directory. All 
of the numbers were called and respondents v;ere asked to rank order, by degree of^ 
interest, the various categories and subcategories. Respondents were also asked 
how. much they liked selected newscast elements^ such as on-air jc)krng and chatting 
among newscasters, commentaries and newscaster combinations. ^ ' 
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In all, 250 valid responses were obtained and used in thej^final analysis 
(112 males and I38. females). . . " , . 




FINDINGJ 

About 72% of the respondents were under ^Q. years old. About 83% made less 
than" $25,000 prer year. About 60% had at least some college training. 
' Almost-M2?; of the respondents reportecf tel evi s ibn wa& .their major source 

of information about local events and issues, 29?; said newspapers, l8% said 
radio. tSEE TABLE 1)', Mojr^^women th^n men used^ tel evi s ij^i' and more men than women 
usdid newspap^s as tli3ir major sources^for local informariO(i. (X^=8.6899, df=6, 
p les^s than .19) 




TABL)E 



1 



Television 
.• Newspaper r 
Radio 
^ cjoinb i nat ions 
! Other People 
Magaz.i nes 



for Local Events 


and Issues 


in Percent by Sex 




'» 




POPULATION 


MEN* V 


WOMEN 


41.6 


#37.5 




29.6 


32. 1 




18.0 ■ 


17.9 




6.8 


y '--"6.2 ;• 


'7.'« "7 


2.8^ 




.7 


1.? 


.9 


1.4. 





Just overT^SSl^ j^o/ the audience wat'fhed television news five times a week or 
iiiore. About 172 watched a mid-day newscast regularly. About 73^ watched an 
evening newscast reguYarly and more than 33% watched a late-night newscast ' 
regularly. More women Ithan'men walched evening newscasts regt/larty, 
(X^=5. 95^ df=l , p leSs than -.,01) but the differences between the number of 
men and women who watched rpid-day and late-night newscasts were not s i gn i f ic^Jnt . 
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About 22% of the respondents i)ickccl ^6:00* p.m. as the besty't'ime for a locaj 
television newscast. About 20S; sa i d. 5:00 p.m., 1,^?; said 11:00 p.m. and 1U 
picked sAo p.m.* Evening neyvscasts ira San Diego air at 5:00 p.m. and 6:30 p.m. 

' Late-n i ght' newscasts air at 11:00 p.m. - . 

Almost 30!?. of the respondents reported they watched one television stsftion, 
for local newsVather than another, because of the "quality'' or "format" »f the , 
newsc^t. About 28Z said it was the "newscasters^" 19^ could not give a reason, 
12S; reported "habit" and }]% said it was the "time" the aewsdast aired.. If the 
reasons are grouped according toVLevy ' s "active" and "pass i ve"^ def i n i t i ons , " 
"active" reasons wdre given significantly more often than "passive" reasons. 

. Women ^ve" "newscasters" as a reason more often than jT>en\did -and" men reported 
"no reason" more often than women did. (X^=5?803, df=^,/p less than .21) 

In the general newscast content categorizes, the respondents ranked '^issues" 
first, followed by "unexpected events," "entertainment," "weather," "sports" and 
"banter." The. '.'i ssues" category was ranked significantly hi-gher than the rest 

'and 'banter" wds rankeb significantly lower than the rest. "Weather" and "sports' 
were ranked sighif icently Yower than "unexpected events" and "ente/ta i nnrient . " 
(SEE TABLE 2) Women ranked the categories in the same order as the total tample, 
but men ranked sports ahead of weather. 



Rank Ordering of Newscast Categories and Subcategor i es by Sex? 



TABLE 2 



Issues 

Unexpected Eve<its 


TOTAL POPULATION 
1 

2 


■ HEN 
1 
2 


WOMEN ' 
2 


.20 


Enterta inmeilt 


3 - - 


3 - 






\7eather^. 
Sports 




. 5 
k 


• .a:3 

^ .00 

J.13 ■ ' 


Banter 




6 


6 




■ J 










i 


# 






P 


- . 8 


i 




t 
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( ■ • • ^ J. 
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ISSUES 



Economy 
• Consumerism 
Education 
^ City Counc^ ) 

Board, of Supervisors 
UNEXPECT^^) XVEHTS 
^ Robberies 

SWAT Operations 

Tires 

Murders 

Traffic Accidents 
:^ Assaults/Rapes 
..EfTfERTAINMENT 

Humorous Features 
Personal/ty Profildte 



Movie Reviews 




Restaurant Reviev;s 

WEATHER 

Local Conditions 
Local Forecasts 
National Conditions 
Nat ionol Forecasts 

SPORTS 

Local Professional 
National Professional 
Local Col 1 eg^ 
National Col lege 
'Participation 
High School 



TOTAL POPULATION^ 
t 

2 ■ 
5 • 



1 

2 ) 

3 

k 

5 
6 

1 

2 ■ 
3 

1 

2 
3 
k 

1 

2 

^3 
k 
5 



MEN 

1 

2 
3 

^1 

5 

1 

2 
3 

5 
6 

1 

2 

3 ' 
^ \ 



3 ' 

1 

2 

3 
ii 
5 
6 



WOMEN 

2 
1 

•3 

5 

1 

3 
k 

" 2 

6 

\ 5 



1 

3 

2 "X 
k 

1 

2 
3 
k 

1 

2 
3 
5 
k 
6 
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In th^ "issues*' category, the respondents ranked stories about the 
economy first, fcrllowedjby consumerj-sm, education, the city council and tfie 
bo£^ of supervisors. Stories about khe economy and consumerism were ranked 
significantly higher than the others.^ Mc?n ranked th6 subcategories in the same 
order as the total sample, but women ranked stories isbout consumerism ahead of 
th" about the economy. 

In the **uncxpected events" category, tlie respondents ranked stories about 
robberies first, followed by SWAT operations, fires, murders, traffic accidents 
and assaults. Men ranked the subcategories in the same order, b4jt women ranked 
stories about murders second, followed by SWAT operations, f i res assaul ts and 
traffic accidents. ^ ^ 

In <he "entertainment" category, the respondents ranked humorous features 
first, followed by personality profiles, movie reviews and restaurant reviews. 
Restaurant reviews were ranked significantly Jow er than the others. Men r'anked 
the subcategories in the Came order^a^ the total sample, but wfemen ranked movie 
reviews ahead of personality profiles. • , . 

\v\ the 'V;eather" category, BtTth men and v;omen ranked information about 
lo?Sr-condi t ions first, followed by local forecasts, national conditions and 
national forecasts. Locfal information was ranked significantly higher than 
national information. \ ■ . ' 

In the "spor^" category, the respondents rar^ked stories about local 
professionals first, followed by national professionals, local colleges, 
national colleges, pa+t i c i pat ion sports and high schools. Stories about 
profess ion£)4._iports were ranke<3^h i gher than the rest and stories about 
participation sports^nd high s|::hobls were ranked lower than the rest. 
Hen ranked the subcategor i cs the same order as the total sample, but women 
ranked part i'C i pat ion sports aiiead* of national colleges. 

Just over hS% of the -respondenXs reported they liked it when newscasters 

9 

joked and chatted among themselves.. About TjX disliked "happy talk." Women 
likerf^on-air joking and chatting more than men did. (SEE TABLE 3) 
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TABLE 3 

Audience ^Preferences Concern i ng Se 1 ec ted N<*^sc;ist Elements in Percent by Sex 
I TOTAL POPULATION MEN WOMEN' P 



Joking/Cliatt ing 

Like ^4 5.2 



39.3 "50.0 



Neut-ral j ^7.2^ 27-7 26.8 - 



Dislil<e / 27.6 .33.0 

News Commentaries 

L*'^^ 55-2 61.6 




Neutral 30.^ 

Disl ike / ' 
Sports Commentaries 

Like /<6.0 

Neutral 32,8 

Di si i ke , \ .21,2 

Sex of Ma.i n Anchor ' ' 

Male 17.6 

Female . ^-^ 11.6 

No Preference Jk.O 73.2 

Number of News Anchors • . 

One 17.6 23.2 

- Two _ ^ 35.2 32.2 



23.2 



50.0 .1/, 



27.7 32.6 
10.7 17.^ 



'<1.3 .02 
31.2 

27.5 



15.2 19.6 .-20 

5.8 ^ 
7'*. 6 



1 

13.0 .10 



37.7 

^ No Preference ^47. 2 lik.(>. ii9,3 

Sex of Weathercaster . ■ ■ _^ , 

X M^le ' 29.6 ■ • 26.8 ^ 31.9 ^ ./,8 , 

Female 5.6- ' 7.1'- 

No Preference 66,. 1 63.8 



Sex of Spcfl'tscaster , . 

'Male lil^.li 51 8 38.5 

F<*nale 5.2 '6.2 ^.3 



No Preference r ' • SO,^ ^kl.O 



57.2 



.05 
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Slightly n)ore thon^55'^» of the rcsponcliTits reported they likod news 
conwncntnr i es . About }^\Z disliked them. Men liked tlien) more thnn women cMd. 

Ahout '46^ of the respondents rcpij^rted they liked sports conuncntnr ies. 
About 2]% disliked tliem. Men liked them more than women did. 

About 75"(? of the respondents had no real preference for either a male 
or female, newscaster. Of t+iose who had a preference, almost 68^ preferred a 
male. Women preferred male newscasters more than men did. In San Diego, all 
main nev/s anchors arc male. Two stations feature female co-anchors. ''^ 

^About ^7^ of the respondent^ had no preference* for either, one or two 
^ews anchors. Of those who had a preference, alfnost 67?. preferred Iwo. Women 
preferred two naws anchors more than men did. In San Diego, two stations use 
co-anchors. ♦ , ^ 

About 65^. of the respondents had no preference for either a male or 
female v;eJthercaster . of those whq'had a preference, 8hZ preferred a male. 
Again, women preferred male weathercasters more than men did. In San Diego, 
all weathercasters are male, although some females have l^een featured on we,ekcnds. 



N SlTghtlly more than SOZ of the respondents had no preference for either: a 
male or female sportscaster . Of those v;ho had' a preference, alnK)st SQ/f> 
preferred a male. More men than women had a preference and more men than 
women preferred -a female sportscaster.' In San Diego, all sportscasters are 
male, although one station fe^atui^ed a female sppptrcaster on the weekends for 
several years prior tq_J;^e ^tudy. ^ . 



DISCUSSIO N 

The genep^l findings of this study support many of Levy's findiogs, 
Television /s the most important local information source for most people 
regu 1 art "act Ive" tel ev i s ion news vi ev;ers . 
n purpose x^f this study, though, was to examine the degree of 



and most ar t 



The 

audience lnt]erest 
i t was foun 
economy an 




and preference for specific nev;scast elements. Accordingly, 
tl)^ the audi'ence was, most interested in stories dealing wi.th the 



'W to be a wiser- consumd 



Storfes about local government^ act ions 



12 



audicn^e^ 
n - 1 1- 1 1 



■I * 



apfiar^tly were not as interesting. With the present state of the ^economy, 
this' finding is probably npt that surprising. : . ^ ^ 0' 



, Another- unsurprising finding wa| thaf the ^udience is highly interested 
in unexpected events^. For? years, unexpected event coverage has taken" up large 
portions'^of I oea 1 /newscasts and^entertfil nroent programs featur-ipg dramcitized 
vers iorjs' bf^ unexpected events* cons i stent.) y have enjoyed high ratinps,^^ 
The Velat ively tiigh degrefe of interest in such \:vents t^nd^ to confirm^he 
so-called "fuz-wuz'* pTi|1osophy of many television joiyrnalists 
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. ^ ^ Entertainment-related stories^ were rariked almost as high as unexpected » 

events. Appai*''fent ly. the audience wants to keep up withVhat is happening, in • 
the community, but also likes to be amused and entertained by stories, about • 
off-beat people, places and things, show business personalities and humorou^ 
happenings. ^ The current popul ar i ty of "Vea 1 i ty". enterta i nment .ppcofammin^ such 
as ^'That's' Incredible" and '*Real Peop][e,** support^ this f ind-i^.^jWje television 
news philosophies of.'''^asing the doom and gloom" and "leaving ytaWWugh i ng" 
apparently are e'f fept FVe ways to build and maintain audience' in^rest.^^ 

Sports and weather were the least interesting aspects of local televi'sion 
newscasts next to newscast;er banter. Sports and weather trad i/t ional ly* receive 
the least newscast time on local stations, so producers and news directors 
seem to know their audience well in this regard. It was not too surprising 
that^J^I>cal weather' information and local sports stories were more interesting 
to audiepce members than national weather and sports. 

While the audience members ranked "banter" lower than any of the other v 
m^jor newscast categories, the respondents reported they liked, or at le^y^j^^^ 
did not dislike, "happy talk." The aud i erice. members also reported that they 
liked news and;sports commentaries. Levy found this to be true in his research 
a s we I J . ' , 

Most of^vthe respondents had no preference for either a male or female 
newscaster, weathercas ter o.r sportscaster , but of those who'did have a 
preference, males were preferred in every case. These findings are consistent 
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with those of other researchers and are not that surprising, considering that 
most on-air personalities in the San Diego market and in most other markets 
are predominantly male./'^ 

The differences between men and women in their degree of interest In the ' . 
various newscast categories and subcategories and their preference for selected 
newscast elements were not that great. Women were less interested than men in 
sports, but were more interested in consumerr rel ated stories, murders, assaults 
and rapes. \ ^ . • * 

More women than men liked "happy talk," but more mea than women liked 
news and sports commentaries. Women had a greater preference for mal^ 
on-air personal itles(except for sports) and for two newscasters Instead of one. 
Finally, more women than men indicated television was their major source of 
local i*hformation and women watched television news more regularl>^ than did me^ 

Noting differences between male and female audience mgtnbers is easy enough, 
but explaining the differences is a bit more difficult. Some of the differences 
can probably be attributed to the trad i t i ona I roles that -men and women haVe been 
taught to play and the things to which they have been encouraged to pay 
attention. For example, men^V/ere more interested in sports and the economy. 
These areas traditionally have been some of the things men are "supposed" to 
be interested in. On the other hand, women were more interested in consumer-related 
stories and in stories about crimes where, more often ttian not, women were victims. 

There are at least two complicating factors In this study. One is whether 
the respondents truthfully reported their intyests and preferences or whether 
they told the un i vers i ty- rel a ted researchers v/hat they thoqght the researchers 
wanted to hear. - 

Future research might attempt to alleviate the possible "Hawthorne Effect" 
by dev i s i ng. ways to assure respondents of anonymity. Many were concerned about 
how their "names" were selected. Even after being told that it was only their 
phonHPtiumbers and not their names, many clearly were concerned about what the 
researchers would think of them. 
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Another complicating factor^n the study "^'s the" 1 ikel I^ffSbd that the 
interests and preferences of the respondents were controlled, or at least 
Influenced, by the news the stations in San Diego presented and by how the 
news was- presented^. All newscast elements used in this study were 

selected from what "w^^^^^^g offered." What "should bdfeffered" or "could 

be offered" was not includ^^^^ 

■/^ 

. In other words, the conditioning effect of years of similar methods and 

' 

philosophies of news presentation may have shaped the interests and preferences 
of the San Diego audience. Respondents might have expressed different interests 
and preferences ha^J they been exposed to' different philosophies of news and 
methods of news presentation. 

Future research fnigh^ include an open-^end question concerning what ^ 

" / \ * * * ' ' 

audience members wpuld like to see on local television newscasts that is not 

already being offered. In addition, elements from newscasts in other parts of 

the country might be included in. the survey, even though those elements are. not 

found on/newscasts in the locale being studied. 

Despite its limitations and its "case study" nature, this study does help 
" i llun}'lnate the degree of interest a typrcal audience has in some typical stories 

covered by local television news. It also sheds some light on audience 
• preferences for such typical newscast elements as "happy tal k," "commentaries" 

and newscaster combinations. 

•Some of the findings might be generalized 1k5 a broader population, but 

the generalizing should be done with some caution. While it is true that 

San Diego audience members are likely typical of most populations, and that 

■ . >% ■ 

the newscast elements and methods of presentation on San Diego's local television 
stations are likely typical of most other stations, there are probably enough 
<li fferences to warrant such caution. 
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